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For Caterina

Foreword

The portrait of Deborah Hall (1766, The Brooklyn Museum) by William Williams, a
canonical work of the Colonial Period, has been of perplexing interest to me for over two
decades. In teaching the painting to undergraduates each year, I have dutifully perpetuated
the longstanding reading of the painting, sensing that much of what I was passing along as
gospel was utterly inaccurate, if not completely off the mark. The notion that the painting
was commissioned by the subject’s father as a veritable talisman of courtship, essentially an
advertisement of her virtues to would-be suitors who found themselves at the Hall home,
has never sat well with me, and the suspicion that the interpretation was a complete fiction
became stronger with each regurgitation of this persistent narrative. And it seemed evident
from the painting’s composition that it was derived at least partially from a mezzotint or
other print source; the rub, of course, lay in locating such a print. The pandemic of 2020, for
all of its horrors and disruptions of life around the globe, did provide the downtime
necessary to finally pursue research on this painting, or more specifically, on its young
subject.
In the end, the story of Deborah Hall is that of a family who experienced
unfathomable grief and loss amidst their hard-earned success during the Revolutionary
Era. To be sure, the Hall family enjoyed the privileges of white colonialization, despite the
humble origins of patriarch David Hall; the family rose in part through connections to
Benjamin Franklin in Philadelphia and William Strahan in London, and no doubt enjoyed a
relatively prosperous lifestyle that provided the resources to commission three full-length
portraits. The lamentable inequalities of Colonial (and contemporary) life, while of course
crucial to our ongoing reckoning with the nation’s past, are reserved for later iterations of
this research; the primary purpose here is to correct the art historical record. The three
paintings of the Hall children, viewed separately and together, offer a nuanced variety of
visual and contextual narratives; this is one, and one that hopefully will foster further
readings. All I can offer as a response is that I trust you forgive the enthusiasm of the
humble messenger in presenting this research.

Brian Edward Hack
Brooklyn, NY
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Comfortably settled in the literature as an admirable if audacious Colonial
approximation of rococo elegance, the full-length portrait of Deborah Hall (1766,
Brooklyn Museum, New York, fig. 1) has not only come to represent the best efforts of
its creator, William Williams (1727-1791), but also to illustrate the apparent role
eighteenth-century American portraiture may have played in signaling the marital
suitability of its female subjects. The dominant interpretation of this work posits that
Philadelphia merchant David Hall (1714-1772), a Scottish-born printer, bookseller, and
longtime business partner of Benjamin Franklin, commissioned the painting to visually
promote his daughter’s finer physical and social attributes, thereby enticing would-be
suitors through a series of visual tropes appropriated from emblem books and classical
mythology.1 The reading seems an odd and anomalous analysis, one seldom if ever
bestowed upon similar portraits of young Colonial women. Aside from issues of gender
bias inherent in the interpretation, there is also this logical question: With the physical
Deborah Hall presumably present, why would an ersatz Deborah Hall be necessary as a
showpiece to clients or other visitors to the Hall home? This perspective was deduced,
one imagines, from the presumed age of the subject and the painting’s numerous
symbolic references to classical love.
While pervasive, this seemingly rational narrative has not existed since the
painting’s surfacing in the early 1940s, but is one that has emerged only in the last thirty
years of earnest scholarship. As will be shown, however, it is based primarily upon an
error in dating Deborah Hall—the person, not the painting—that renders this

9

10

Figure 1. William Williams, Deborah Hall, 1766. Oil on canvas, 71 3/8 x 46
3/8 inches (181.3 x 117.8 cm). Brooklyn Museum, Dick S. Ramsay Fund.
Photograph © Brooklyn Museum.

11

interpretation problematic, if not untenable. Moreover, the print source for the painting,
presumed to exist but heretofore unpublished, answers one nagging question, but raises
others equally perplexing.

The Known and Unknown

The tangled biography of the itinerant artist William Williams makes the pursuit
of the truth no less thorny, if for no other reason than his unfortunate possession of a
name shared by a number of other artists of varying skill then working in Philadelphia
and elsewhere in the colonies. Susan Rather’s recent examination of Williams (2016) has
placed his known works and career into the context of a burgeoning eighteenth-century
professional art milieu, establishing a much better sense of the artist and his trajectory.2
A brief recap: Williams was born in Bristol, England, and arrived in Philadelphia
around 1747, following a jaunty seafaring position as a ship’s apprentice—including an
escape to seek adventure instead in the West Indies—that led him to pen one of the
earliest novels written in America, the posthumously-published The Journal of Penrose,
Seaman.3 As a painter of now-lost scenic backdrops for the theatrical manager David
Douglass’s Society Hill Theatre (1759), Williams has earned a separate but nebulous
place in Colonial theater history; it is assumed that Williams used this experience in the
creation of imaginative backgrounds for his portraits and other paintings.4 Williams is
also known for being an early and invaluable mentor to Benjamin West, whose later
recollections of Williams were mythologized by his biographer John Galt, and by a well-
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known 1810 letter from West to Thomas Eagles that contains much of what we assume
to be true about the artist.5
What is fairly certain for the present research is that at some point around 1766
the artist William Williams was commissioned to paint three full-length portraits of the
children of David Hall and Mary Leacock Hall: William Strahan Hall (Winterthur
Museum, fig. 2), Deborah Franklin Hall, and David Hall, Jr. (Winterthur Museum, fig. 3).6
As full-length family portraits were exceptionally rare in the 1760s, especially for
children, the commission speaks to the family’s financial success and social status.7 This
anomaly in early American portraiture has resulted in the Hall children being viewed
as distinct subjects and, moreover, as distinct paintings, rather than as a set of
companion works that tell a collective, and more compelling, narrative.
Also overlooked in art historical accounts, which emphasize the portraits as a
display of class and wealth, is the fact that the Halls—primarily David Hall, Sr. and his
son William—played not insignificant roles in the War of Independence; also neglected
have been the series of personal tragedies that befell them throughout their lives. The
first step in considering Deborah Hall outside the confinement of her impeccably
manicured garden is to place her within the context of her family and their circle, as
well as the atmosphere of loss and mourning that undoubtedly shaped their lives.

The Halls of Philadelphia

The story of the Halls is interwoven with several leading figures on both sides of
the Atlantic. In Edinburgh David Hall had served as an indentured young printer’s
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Figure 2. William Williams, William Strahan Hall, 1766. Oil on canvas, 71 x 46
inches. Winterthur Museum, Garden & Library, Gift of Henry Francis du Pont.
Courtesy, the Winterthur Library.
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Figure 3. William Williams, David Hall, Jr. 1766. Oil on canvas, 70.875 x 45.8 inches.
Winterthur Museum, Garden & Library. Gift of Henry Francis du Pont. Courtesy,
the Winterthur Library.
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devil in the firm of Mosman and Brown, alongside William Strahan, (1715-1785, fig. 4),
who would later become not only the Printer to the King and a Member of Parliament,
but also David Hall’s main London supplier of goods from Great Britain.8 Their
friendship and correspondence remained strong until Hall’s death in 1772—mercifully
before the Revolution could have potentially strained relations between them. The
extensive correspondence between Strahan and Hall, primarily related to shipments of
books and stationery and the political news from London, also contain bits of family
information that prove useful in learning more about the Hall children.9
Hall owed his career in the colonies to Strahan, who had first recommended him
to the Philadelphia printer and bookseller James Read (1718-1793), the first cousin once
removed of Benjamin Franklin’s wife Deborah Read.10 Unable or unwilling to take on
the young Scot himself, Read asked his neighbor and fellow printer Franklin, who took
a chance on Hall based on Strahan’s endorsement. Hall arrived in Philadelphia in 1744,
proving himself an able and valuable enough assistant for Franklin to turn the
enterprise over to him as a business partner in 1748, the same year David Hall married
Mary Leacock (1720-1781).11 She and her sister Susanna were widely admired in their
day as the belles of Philadelphia society; Susanna had married James Read a year
earlier, making the two men brothers-in-law.12
David Hall’s role in the colonies went beyond that of printer; he had long served
as the editor of The Pennsylvania Gazette even during Franklin’s tenure as its publisher,
assuming that latter role as well with Franklin’s departure. As one of the leading
booksellers in Philadelphia, Hall was as responsible as any merchant in bringing
Enlightenment thought and culture to the city during this period.13 In addition to books
and stationary, Hall also dealt in engravings and mezzotints shipped to him from

16

Figure 4. John Jones, after Joshua Reynolds, William Strahan, Esq., 1792.
Mezzotint, 15 x 11 inches. National Portrait Gallery, London. Creative
Commons, The British Museum.

17

London, as seen in one of the many ads in the Pennsylvania Gazette (fig. 5); whether
William Williams was aware that Hall sold prints, or used prints from Hall’s shop as
inspiration, is unknown.14 It is likely, though, as Williams was collecting prints in
conjunction with a manuscript he was compiling on the lives of the world’s great
painters.15
A civic-minded member of Philadelphia’s power structure, Hall was also a
founding member of the St. Andrew’s Society, a Scottish benevolent association; a
member of the American Philosophical Society; and was, like Franklin, a Freemason.16
While Hall had long upheld Franklin’s general rule in keeping the Pennsylvania Gazette
nonpartisan in its reporting, he became staunchly political after the Stamp Act of 1765
threatened his very livelihood, going so far as to print an issue of the paper edged in
black as to mimic a death notice for Liberty.17 Hall would suspend publication on
November 7 and 14, 1765 in protest, offering instead a broadside proclaiming “No
Stamped Paper to be Had,” along with a four-page leaflet decrying the Stamp Act.18
Similarly well established in Philadelphia were David Hall’s in-laws, John and
Mary Leacock. Patriarch John Leacock (1689-1752) was a pewtersmith and investor in
land and iron furnaces; his wife, Mary Cash (1694-1765), was the daughter of Deborah
Read Franklin’s great uncle Caleb, making Mary Leacock Hall and Benjamin Franklin
cousins of sorts. Franklin frequently referred to her in correspondence as “Cousin
Molly,” and to her sister Susanna as “Sukie.”19 Mary’s brother, John Leacock, Jr. (17291802) was a celebrated goldsmith whose writings, in particular the pamphlet play The
Fall of British Tyranny (1776), would be influential in building support for the
Revolution.20
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Figure 5. Advertisement for prints, stationary, and artist’s materials from David Hall’s
shop, Pennsylvania Gazette, 12 November 1761, p. 3. Printed by Benjamin Franklin
and David Hall, Philadelphia.

19

Such was the domestic environment of the Hall children. William Strahan Hall
(1752-1831), the eldest, was named after his father’s lifelong friend and primary
supplier. His portrait (fig. 2) reflects a seriousness of purpose beyond his years; he is
surrounded by bound folios that suggest a curious mind as well as a nod to the family
business.21 Under the table leans the first volume of the Scottish historian and novelist
Tobias Smollett’s History of England, which David Hall advertised as having just
received from England (in octavo size) in the January 23, 1766 issue of the Pennsylvania
Gazette.22 An iron dragon—its head resembling that on the Welsh flag, perhaps a nod to
the painter’s heritage, or a Scottish dragon, a nod to that of the sitter—winds itself
around the leg of the marble-topped table. Known as “an opulent, respectable and
popular man,” in his later years, he won a seat in the Pennsylvania legislature as a
Federalist until that party fell out of favor around 1800.23
William stands before an archway that opens to ship-filled waters, winds
pushing their sails westward; their business depended upon the secure arrival of cargo
on just such packet ships from London. Losing a crate of stationary or books, which
happened to David Hall on more than one occasion, was a substantial loss of both
money and time.24 A lighthouse along the shore, a compositional element that speaks to
the steadfastness of William himself, ensures the safe arrival of ships and cargo.25

As

Hall would describe his son to Franklin in 1770, “My eldest Son, Billy, is now turned of
Eighteen, is learning the Printing Business with me, promises pretty well, and, in all
Probability, will be a very stout Man, being now very little short of six Feet high.”26
Like his father, William was a member of the St. Andrew’s Society; he and a number of
its members went on to found the First Troop, known as the Light Horse of the City of
Philadelphia, a volunteer, self-supported cavalry, in 1774. Members of this force, which
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is still in existence, engaged in a number of campaigns, including crossing the Delaware
with George Washington before the Battle of Trenton, as well as the Battles of Princeton,
Brandywine, and Germantown. William Hall was the first 2nd Sergeant of the troop, and
was First Lieutenant by the time he retired from the organization in 1803.27
Deborah Franklin Hall (1754-1770), or Debby as she was known, was named after
Deborah Read Franklin (c. 1708-1774), wife of Hall’s business partner.28 To be fair, there
is little in the way of biographical material on Deborah from which to develop even a
cursory character study. Among the few snippets that can be gathered at present is that
she was noted for her “sweetness of disposition and many amiable qualities,” which
one might surmise from her portrait.29 As a younger child, Deborah and her brothers
would travel by coach to Reading, Pennsylvania, to spend their summers with their
aunt Susanna and uncle James, fishing and bathing in the Schuylkill River.30 It is
imprudent to infer much in the way of biography from her portrait, as the current
interpretation, as has been intimated, is largely inaccurate.
Only slightly more is known about the youngest son, David Hall, Jr. (1755-1821,
fig. 3). His father remarked to Franklin in 1770 that young David was “past Fourteen, is
still at the Academy, is but small as to Height, but well set.”31 Williams presented the
youngest of the Hall children as the embodiment of youthful, impetuous play. His rifle
tossed somewhat carefully on the ground to his left, David holds a small bird that
tempts an equally rambunctious pup.32 David Hall Jr. never married, and he seems to
have devoted himself to the family business. Unlike his brother William’s obituary,
which invited members of St. Andrew’s and the veterans of the First Troop to attend his
funeral, David’s 1821 death notice in the National Gazette (Philadelphia) invited only his
“Typographical Brethren” to pay their respects.33
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Their contrasting personalities were noted by the Philadelphia printer William
McCulloch, who described the Hall brothers in a series of letters meant as an appendix
to Isaiah Thomas’s The History of Printing in America (1810). Written to Thomas between
1812 and 1815, the letters quote an assessment of them by Francis Wrigley, at the time
the oldest printer in the city:

[Wrigley] tells me that…David Hall is and has always been the pecuniary
stay of the family; and that, although he was the pet child, the mother’s
darling, and never worked any time at printing, at least not more than
sufficient to get a stickfull, yet, as he has always been a domestic creature,
and not addicted to company, he has at least the passive merit of being no
spendthrift, and from the absence of temptation, has succeeded in keeping
together the patrimonial inheritance; that Wm. Hall, in his younger days,
was extremely fond of company, and that fishing was so much his delight,
that he had a fish house constructed on the Schuylkill…that David was
always esteemed rather a lazy, but at the same time a very steady, orderly
and sober man.34

Virtually nothing is known at present about the commissioning of the three
portraits—why Williams was chosen, why the Halls wanted, or were convinced that
they wanted, three full-length individual portraits rather than a group portrait, and
why they wanted them at that particular moment.35 It may well be, as has been recently
noted, that Hall’s independence from Franklin in 1766, or perhaps the new partnership
with his own journeyman, William Sellers, may have been cause enough to celebrate;
the more telling motivations, as will be shown, may lie elsewhere.36
Following the deaths of David and Mary Hall in 1772 and 1781, respectively, the
three paintings of the Hall paintings remained in the family, eventually passed down
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through the Inghams, descendants of eldest son William’s wife, Jane Trenchard Hall
(1751-1843).37 The portraits of William and David, the better preserved of the paintings,
were purchased by Henry Francis du Pont in 1940; two years later curator John I.H.
Baur acquired Deborah Hall from the dealer Albert Duveen, who had purchased it from
Augusta Thorpe Ingham Evans (1874-1961). Stored in a poorly ventilated attic in New
Jersey, Deborah Hall had suffered substantial damage and paint loss across its surface
(fig. 6).38 Incidentally, it was Evans who provided Baur with Deborah Hall’s birth and
death dates, which had been taken directly from Hall’s tombstone at Christ Church
Burial Ground in Philadelphia.39

A Painting Emerges

Of the three portraits, that of Deborah Hall has until recently received far more
scholarly attention than those of her two siblings, due in no small part to the rich
allegorical nature of her surroundings. In terms of pedagogy, Deborah Hall has faithfully
served as an object lesson in Colonial artistic advancement: the presumed but
unspecified reliance on European prints; the impact of emblem books; the influence of
classicism; and the desire of well-to-do merchants to cast themselves and their offspring
in the genteel guise of a would-be aristocracy. No less important to its popularity has
been the bonus anecdotal narrative of its being a parlor-sized billboard for Deborah’s
tender, refined nature awash with promises of love sincere.
The historiography of Deborah Hall is worth noting at this point. One of the
earliest, if not the first, public mention of the work was in the July 1941 issue of the New-
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Figure 6. Deborah Hall during restoration process, circa 1942. Oil on canvas, 71 3/8 x 46
3/8 inches. Brooklyn Museum, Dick S. Ramsay Fund. Photograph © Brooklyn Museum.
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York Historical Society Quarterly Bulletin; in his article on William Williams, William
Sawitzky noted that the existence of Deborah Hall had recently come to his attention,
although there was insufficient time to research the matter further before publication.40
A formidable restoration of the painting was undertaken by Sheldon Waugh
Keck (1910-1993), the Brooklyn Museum’s first and official conservator. It is likely that
the restoration of Deborah Hall was the last serious project Keck undertook before
enlisting in the Army in July 1943, where his civilian experience swiftly led him to be
chosen for the famed “Monuments Men” division (Monuments, Fine Arts, and
Archives, or MFAA).41 During his military service, his wife and partner in preservation,
conservator Caroline Keck (1908-2008), oversaw the art conservation laboratory that her
husband instituted at the Brooklyn Museum.42 That same month (July 1943) an article in
Popular Mechanics (fig. 7) recounted Sheldon Keck’s adventures in art conservation,
noting that Deborah Hall (shown in two photographs before the inpainting) was

…so cracked and chipped the owner was glad to get $300 for it. After
putting it through laboratory tests, Keck cleaned it thoroughly, applied a
filling of gesso-whiting and gelatin—pressed the paint carefully and the
owner would never have recognized the painting…Each spot is painted
over three times with pigment in a varnish medium, each coat being made
a little darker until the correct tone has been achieved.43

Sixteen years later, in a nationally-syndicated newspaper profile of the Kecks, the
dramatic restoration of the Hall portrait was still being illustrated as an example of their
consummate skill as conservators. While the Kecks split their conservation duties based
on their areas of specialty or interest, these later news accounts credit both Sheldon and
Caroline Keck as both having worked on Deborah Hall.44
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Figure 7. “Art Detectives,” Popular Mechanics, 80:1 (July, 1943).
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The museum first installed the restored painting in its entrance hall in
conjunction with its exhibition America: 1744-1944 (May-October 1944), and a year later
it was shown as part of the institution’s display of new acquisitions; it was put on
permanent view in 1946. Even after this relatively short public life, the museum noted it
had already “emerged as one of the most important of the small group of paintings
from the hand of this little known and highly individual artist.”45
Apart from these notices, Deborah Hall entered the literature in more formalist
terms as an exemplar of Colonial imagination, a scholarly approach typical of the era.
James Thomas Flexner included it in First Flowers of the Wilderness, the first volume of
his History of American Painting (1947), thereby entering the newly-installed painting
into the canon:

Bathed in sensuous and gay colors, the young lady stands life-size in an
ornate garden. How Williams loved imagining classical statues to decorate
each vista! How he loved Deborah’s elegant clothes; he might have ordered
them himself…The girls’ face is a symmetrical generalization that seems to
be another of his many rococo designs.46

Two years later, Oliver W. Larkin’s Art and Life in America (1949) simply remarked that
Deborah Hall appeared “sprightly and so mincingly elegant.”47 These and other early
sources were less interested in Deborah Hall as a subject than as evidence of a stylistic
evolution in Colonial painting.
Among the first texts to be interested in Deborah’s birth and death dates was The
Ancestor: The World of William Williams by John Francis Williams. Likely also gathered
from the tombstone inscription, the author gives her full dates as October 20, 1751-
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November 1, 1770 in the book’s frontispiece.48 These dates would again show up in a
catalogue entry for the exhibition Philadelphia: Three Centuries of American Art (1976), by
which point her age in the painting as fifteen was well established.49
While not specifically addressing her birth and death dates, Roland E. Fleischer
first established the marriage narrative through his 1988 American Art Journal article
“Emblems and Colonial Painting,” which used Deborah Hall as the anchor in a thorough
examination of Colonial appropriation from emblem books and religious iconography.50
Fleischer argued that Williams situated Hall in an imagined landscape evoking Venus’s
Garden of Love, replete with classical architecture and statuary far removed from the
realities of Colonial Philadelphia. The rose with which she toys similarly refers to love,
symbolizing both its beauty and fragility, attributes Deborah is meant to share. The
relief of Apollo and Daphne on the plinth further alluded to Deborah Hall’s chastity
and virtue, while signaling a sophisticated awareness of classical allegory. Deborah’s
obediently patient pet squirrel, Fleischer maintained, suggested a calm sense of
perseverance. Summarizing his assessment of the painting, he concluded, “[a]nd so our
theme of love, accompanied by patience and perseverance, rests on a firm foundation of
Chastity, a most appropriate combination of emblems in the portrait of an attractive
fifteen-year-old girl.”51
The Fleischer argument for emblem books as the painting’s source material does
raise the question of why an artist as skilled, well-traveled, and culturally savvy as
Williams would need to rely on such books, when other contemporary artists, including
John Singleton Copley, sought direct guidance from a ready supply of European prints.
One might expect a limner from a century earlier to employ emblem books to make
religious associations, but for an avid print collector living in Philadelphia in 1766,
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surrounded by some forty-two printers offering art prints and the leading scholarly
tomes of the day, and possessing at least a passing knowledge of the Shakespearean
and other dramas for which he painted backdrops, reliance on emblem books for
inspiration seems an unlikely and anachronistic conclusion.
Later scholars, however, would perpetuate the reading of Deborah Hall as a visual
indication of the subject’s marriage eligibility.52 Perhaps the clearest expression of the
marriage theory comes from David Bjelajac’s survey text American Art: A Cultural
History, where the author referred to the subject as:

…an adolescent girl who is about to enter the society of marriageable
women…According to the conventional symbolism of moralizing books
and European marriage portraits, just as vines require trees to cling to
permanently, so women need men and the institution of marriage to control
and direct their lives. Williams’s portraits were displayed in David Hall’s
home as a lavish advertisement for prospective suitors seeking a beautiful,
chaste wife from a socially prominent and culturally refined family.53

At the outset, one might question the veracity of the claim itself. As the average
marriage age in the Colonies, specifically Pennsylvania, was then between twenty and
twenty-two, fifteen seems a bit premature to commission a portrait with nuptials in
mind.54 David and Mary Hall themselves were married at 34 and 27, respectively, so
it’s unlikely that they were rushing their own daughter into matrimony.55 In the end
the validity of the current literature is predicated on two crucial assumptions: 1) that
Deborah Hall is the age she is purported to be in the painting; and 2) the painting’s
composition was designed by Williams, or suggested by David Hall, to specifically
reveal something about Deborah’s purity in all senses of the word. I proport that both of
these assumptions are incorrect.
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Correcting the Record

Simply stated, Deborah Hall could not have been, and verifiably wasn’t, fifteen
years old in 1766. Records at Christ Church list her as being born on October 20, 1754,
making her eleven years old (or at most twelve years old, after October 20), when
Williams painted her portrait, providing the date on the painting is accurate.56
Deborah’s actual age is further documented in David Hall’s own correspondence, in
which he mentions her being fifteen in March, 1770—four years after the painting.57
The error stems from her grave marker at Christ Church Burial Ground. The current
Hall family tomb marker is a replacement from the 1950s for an earlier tablet that was
worn or damaged (fig 8).58 A century earlier the Warden of Christ Church, Edward L.
Clark, transcribed each of the then-existing grave markers, with the results published as
A Record of the Inscriptions of the Tablets and Grave-Stones in the Burial-Grounds of Christ
Church, Philadelphia (1864). In it, a diagram of the original Hall tablet is illustrated, albeit
with different wording than the current version, and with the names in a different order
(fig 9). Only a few possibilities exist: the original stone was incorrectly carved 1751;
Clark simply transcribed the stone incorrectly; or the date on the stone was illegible and
Clark made an error against the church records.
In a letter to the Vestry included just before the preface to the book, Clark
promises the reader that where the original stones were illegible, a cross-checking of
church records would validate any questionable dates:
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Figure 8. Hall family tomb monument, Christ’s Church, Philadelphia. Circa
1950s replacement for the original stone.
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Figure 9. Edward L. Clark’s transcription of the Hall family gravestone, published in
Edward L. Clark, A Record of the Inscriptions of the Tablets and Grave-Stones in the
Burial-Ground of Christ’s Church, Philadelphia. Philadelphia: Collins, Printer, 1864.
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The full inscription on every stone in and around the church and in the
ground at Fifth and Arch Streets has been carefully copied, as far as legible,
and each in turn has afterwards been examined by a second copyist, to test
its correctness. When any doubt arose as to a name or date, the church
records were referred to, and these having been faithfully kept for over a
century and a half, were of great assistance in verifying the inscriptions. It
gave me much satisfaction to look back through these books containing the
births, marriages, and burials for such a length of time, and to find how
thoroughly systematic and correct have been the entries.59

That last sentence certainly appears, for the most part, to be true, as the church records
do indeed record her birth on October 20 and her baptism on November 17, 1754.60
Barring a simple misreading of the original stone, where Clark may have faltered was in
making a case of mistaken identity: A second Deborah Hall, born to a Joseph and Mary
Hall, is listed in the church records with the birth year of 1751.61 The replacement stone,
which current staff believe was created using Clark’s inventory as a guide rather than
consulting handwritten church records, was carved with the erroneous birth year of
1751.62 In turn the spuriously-dated tombstone was the initial source of the error in the
scholarship, as these birth and death dates were, as mentioned, provided to John I.H.
Baur and the Brooklyn Museum from the painting’s previous owner.63 Hers is not the
only error on the Hall stone, however, as other dates on the tombstone are incorrect:
William Hall died on 10 December 1831, not 1834 as carved, and his wife Jane
Trenchard was born in 1754, not 1751.64 All three of these errors may be a simple issue
of the transcribers of the extremely worn tombstones mistaking the number one for the
number four, or vice-versa.65
Correcting this error also clears up some discrepancy in the literature as to the
ages of Deborah’s two siblings, William and David. While recent scholarship has
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referred to them as her “two younger brothers,” Deborah was actually the middle child,
born two years after William Hall and a year before David.66 From her father’s
correspondence we learn that Deborah was unusually tall for her age; this could have
been true at age eleven, perhaps making her appear old enough to make the established
narrative of her being fifteen seem plausible.67 Did Williams depict her as tall as she
truly was? Or did he, as has been often speculated, simply place her head on a much
older body copied from a print? This new information raises the need for an alternate
reading that takes into consideration her actual age while acknowledging the painting’s
iconography of love, chastity, and beauty.

The Celebrated Miss Murray

Further dismantling the accepted narrative is the fact that William Williams did
not devise the iconography that has come to define Deborah Hall, but rather borrowed
the composition verbatim from at least one print source. Here I suggest a mezzotint
entitled Miss Murray by the Irish printmaker Richard Houston, published in London by
John Bowles (c. 1760, fig. 10).68 The print contains many of the details which up to now
have been attributed to Williams as a unique creation and assigned as traits of Deborah
Hall: these include the curving niched garden wall topped with an identical ornamental
planter; the pot of roses atop a table or plinth, with correspondingly inaccurate
perspective ; the two oval patches of garden in the middle ground, with the rear patch
containing two potted trees; and Deborah’s similarly-patterned dress.
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Figure 10. Richard Houston, Miss Murray, c. 1760-1775. Published by John Bowles.
Mezzotint, 14 x 10 inches. British Museum, London. Creative Commons, The British Library.
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The Miss Murray of Houston’s mezzotint is reportedly the infamous Frances
“Fanny” Murray (neé Rudman, 1729-1778), a legendary courtesan, mistress of both the
famous dandy Beau Nash and John Montagu, the 4th Earl of Sandwich, as well as the
subject of numerous paintings, poems, and popular prints.69 While her pitiable,
impoverished upbringing in Bath, her seduction by a rakish rogue, Jack Spencer, at the
tender age of twelve, and her subsequent profession would be viewed in entirely
different terms today, in the early eighteenth century Fanny Murray was as admired for
her unique beauty and her perceived redemption through marriage to the respected
actor David Ross (1728-1790), as she was for her early adventures as a sexual libertine.
Inclusion in the infamous Harris’s List of Covent Garden Ladies, an annotated guide of
London sex workers complete with fees and addresses, brought her notoriety.70 Her
distinctive style added to her strange allure: the ubiquitous floppy-brim hat she wore to
cover what was referred to as her “handsome, though somewhat awry” face, made her
an unlikely but often imitated fashion icon.71 Such was her popularity that even
examples of Chinese export art featuring her likeness, such as decorative bowls and
small paintings on porcelain, have come to auction in sales of Americana.72
Although she was likely not its author, the bawdy The Memoirs of the Celebrated
Miss Fanny M_____ (1758) created a sensation in more risqué circles. In it the author
described Miss Murray’s features:
Fanny’s person, which already began to testify marks of womanhood, was
extremely beautiful; her face a perfect oval, with eyes that conversed love,
and every feature in agreeable symmetry. Her dimpled cheek alone might
have captivated, if a smile that gave it existence, did not display such other
charms as shared the conquest. Her teeth regular, small, and perfectly
white, coral lips and chestnut hair, soon attracted the eyes of every one; and
though her situation made her appear once more an easy prize, she had
now gained prudence enough to act with a becoming reserve to all.73
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The memoir solidified her reputation as a sympathetic figure who rose from a
debased childhood to become the clandestine consort of British aristocracy, only to
achieve salvation through alignment with the British status quo through marriage. Poet
Edward Thompson (c.1738-1786), a founding member of the Hellfire Club, of which
Murray was reportedly a member, immortalized this aspect of her life in his poem The
Meretriciad (1761):

Pluck’d on the sweetest Banks, the sweetest flower,
The pride, the bloom, the Beauty of an hour.
So M____y rose, but Lord how long ago?
When Bath was young, and Nash an infant Beau:
Soar’d from her basket to a Chariot Fame,
And lives this moment with the best good name.74

The flowers mentioned in Thompson’s poem, and depicted in Houston’s print, aside
from their conventional connotations of beauty, convey a less allegorical but no less
sentimental element of the Murray story: she had been an innocent flower selling waif
on the streets of London before her descent into debauchery at the predacious hands of
licentious aristocrats.
The question thus arises as to why William Williams would use a print of the
notorious courtesan Fanny Murray as the model for the child Deborah Hall. Perhaps
Williams was unaware of Murray’s identity, or the more salacious details of her fame,
and saw the print as a simple one evoking love and beauty; or he knew, but saw the
compositional elements as useful to his artistic practice; or he knew, and for whatever
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reason chose to conflate the two. Perhaps the truth lies somewhere among these
possibilities, although as a serious collector of prints Williams might be expected to be
familiar with their subjects. One can easily surmise that David Hall, consumed with the
battle over the Stamp Act and its repeal, as well as his new partnership with Sellers, was
not aware of the use of the print, but then again without knowledge of Fanny Murray
the mezzotint might appear an innocuous image of a young girl tending to her roses;
given Hall’s keen knowledge of London events, books, prints, and membership in
several fraternal organizations, however, it is more than possible that he was aware of
Murray.75 There is no way at present to assess Hall’s involvement in the composition,
or even to gauge his interest in the original source material (or certainly if Williams
would have wanted his appropriation discovered)76 The possibility also exists that
Williams saw the print with a different caption, or with no caption at all, and was
therefore unaware of the identity of the model; equally plausible is the possibility that
he saw another, as yet undiscovered print derived from (or that inspired) Houston’s
Miss Murray.
While Williams heavily borrowed from the mezzotint, almost to a fault, the
differences are telling. Most obvious of these is the addition of the small flying squirrel
patiently sitting atop the plinth, its thin chain playfully wound loosely around
Deborah’s fingers; this detail may in itself be a visual reflection of Deborah’s actual age.
As in the case of the best-known of such portraits, such as Joseph Badger’s Rebecca Orne
(1757, Worcester Art Museum) and John Singleton Copley’s Boy with a Squirrel (1765,
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston), the caretakers of these squirrels are generally children.77
One of the few scholars to unwittingly notice this incongruity was the costume curator
Diana de Marly, who surmised in Dress in North America (1990), that “since [Deborah
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Hall] tends a rose, this is probably a betrothal portrait…Girls of fifteen were still
dressed as adults, but Deborah’s youth is reflected in the squirrel pet.”78 In a sense the
squirrel replaces the hard-working gardener as a focal point in Houston’s print. In Miss
Murray, one might imagine the subject enjoying a coy afternoon of teasing the gardener,
or else following her whims—a connotation Williams hopefully would have wanted to
avoid with an eleven-year old subject.
From the few known existing prints of Miss Murray it is difficult to determine
with full certainty whether Houston included an Apollo and Daphne or another relief at
the lower left, or classical sculptures in the curved wall of niches; it is therefore unclear
at this time whether these were inventions of Williams, although the subject of Apollo
and Daphne would perhaps be inappropriate considering Deborah Hall’s age at the
time. What can be said is that the Apollo and Daphne section of Deborah Hall was
heavily restored by the Kecks, particularly the figure of Daphne. Photos taken of the
painting during its restoration reveal that Daphne’s hands and a bit of her midsection
were all the Kecks had to guide them (fig. 11) Were it not for these hands, with their
sprouting branches, the subject likely would have been indecipherable. A little-noticed
section of the painting between the flower pot and Deborah Hall’s billowy lace cuff,
however, provides a visual mirror or symmetrical rhyme with the plinth’s trompe-l’oeil
relief; there a freestanding classical sculpture with upraised arms, perhaps another
Daphne figure, stands along a pond or lake (fig. 12).
As a full-length portrait, it was necessary for Williams to make adjustments, such
as showing more of the sculpted plinth, as well as the rest of Deborah Hall’s dress.79
Apparently not content to transfer every detail, he interprets the landscape behind the
curved wall in his own manner, and adds topiary in the large marble urn atop the wall
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Figure 11. Deborah Hall during restoration process, revealing missing sections
(in white) of the Apollo and Daphne at lower left, c.1942-43. Brooklyn
Museum, Dick S. Ramsay Fund. Photograph © Brooklyn Museum.

40

Figure 12. William Williams, Deborah Hall [Detail], 1766. Oil on canvas, 71 3/8 x 46 3/8
inches. Brooklyn Museum, Dick S. Ramsay Fund. Photograph © Brooklyn Museum.
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that mimics the rim of the urn itself. The iconography of the painting, and Fleischer’s
interpretation of them, is still valid—although they were not original, nor originally
meant for Deborah Hall. It seems the case with all three Hall paintings that Williams
appropriated some elements from print sources while adding others of his own that
specifically fit each of the children.
For Deborah’s dress and pose one might look to the British painter Arthur Devis
(1712-1787), with whom Williams shares a visual kinship. Although not referring to the
Hall portraits, the late William Gerdts made this connection, almost as an aside, at the
beginning of his 1968 article on Williams.80 A comparison between Williams and Devis
is useful, as there are indeed similarities in gesture, texture, and directness of the sitter.
A Portrait of a Woman Standing in a Garden (c. 1739-1740, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston,
fig. 13) suggests the style of portraiture William Williams aspired to provide for his
patrons. To be fair, the iconography of a young woman plucking a rose in a sculpturefilled garden was ubiquitous, both in paintings and prints; in terms of visual parallels, A
Child Plucking a Rose by the Dutch painter Caspar Netscher (1639-1684) is but one of
numerous existing examples of art historical precedent for both Williams and
printmaker Richard Houston (fig. 14).

An Amiable Daughter

These revelations allow us to delve deeper into the actual subject of the painting,
as there remains more to learn about the life of Deborah Hall—or rather, about its
untimely end. Remarkably, the fact that she died just four years after the portrait—and
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Figure 13. Arthur Devis, Portrait of a Woman Standing in a Garden, circa 1739-40.
Oil on canvas, 50.8 x 35.6 cm (20 x 24 inches). Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.
Photograph © Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.
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Figure 14. Caspar Netscher, A Child Plucking a Rose, 1669. Oil on oak panel, 14 x 11 inches.
Wallace Collection, London. Photograph © The Wallace Collection.
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just two weeks after her sixteenth birthday in the fall of 1770—has received no attention
in the literature. In the summer of 1769, then fourteen-year-old Deborah Hall was struck
with a sudden illness, as her father wrote to Franklin on March 17, 1770:

My Daughter Debby, tho’ but just turned of Fifteen, is well grown too, being
something taller than her Mother; she was seized with the Palsy in one Side
last Summer, which frightened us a good Deal; but we sent her to the Bristol
Bath, where, by the Blessing of God, she recovered, and is now very
hearty.81

The specific form of palsy or muscular paralysis Deborah experienced is unknown,
although being “seized on one side” suggests perhaps a mild stroke or other paralysis
from which she at least partially recovered by the time of Hall’s letter.82 In this same
correspondence he noted that “My Wife, who has now been in a poor State of Health
for these fourteen Years, is still but poorly, tho’ rather better than she has been for some
Years past, owing, we imagine, to the great Benefit she received from the Bristol Bath,
last Summer.”83 The specific maladies of Mary Hall are also unrecorded, although
William Strahan’s wife had a similar history of illness, and both Strahan and Hall would
often commiserate in their correspondence on the poor state of health faced by their
spouses.84
The “Bristol Bath” Hall mentions was a swampy chalybeate spring in nearby
Bristol, Pennsylvania, long touted locally as a miraculous if somewhat dangerous
curative for various ills.85 The site became a popular destination following a 1768
report on its benefits by the Bristol physician Dr. John De Normandie presented to the

45

American Philosophical Society and published soon thereafter in the October 6, 1768
issue of Hall’s Pennsylvania Gazette. According to De Normandie:

Hence we may justly conclude, that like those [German spas] they will be
very beneficial in all that numerous train of diseases, which arise from a
debilitated and relaxed state of the solid parts of the human body, brought
on by living in warm climates, immoderate evacuations, &c. such as
hypochondriacal complaints, melancholy, loss of appetite, and indigestion,
with habitual sickness, and pains of the stomach and bowels, and all their
unhappy consequences; rickets, lameness, and some paralitic
complaints…it is certain [the springs] they have, for a long time, been
remarkable for their salutary effects, strengthening the stomach, restoring
lost appetite, &c. And that numbers have left the place perfectly cured of
diseases which, for many years, had eluded the most powerful remedies.86

Just a few months before Deborah Hall’s paralysis, the Pennsylvania Gazette published
an ad announcing that renovations of the Bristol Bath had been completed (fig. 15).87
Under the circumstances, it is understandable that David and Mary Hall would
try the iron-rich mineral springs as a cure-all for a condition far beyond eighteenthcentury Colonial medicine. Tragically, the optimism Hall expressed to Franklin in
March would not last the year, as Deborah Hall died on the evening of November 1,
1770.88 Of this year we can be certain, as a number of sources, including Christ Church,
verify her burial there on November 4, 1770.89 David Hall’s prominence led to a notice
of her death being published across the colonies. On December 11, 1770, the SouthCarolina Gazette in Charleston published the following notice:
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Figure 15. Advertisement for Bristol Bath, Pennsylvania Gazette, May 18, 1769, p. 7.
Printed by David Hall and William Sellers, Philadelphia.
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On Thursday evening last departed this life, aged sixteen years, Miss
DEBBY HALL, the only daughter of Mr. DAVID HALL, of this city,
printer. She was a young lady whose amiable disposition and prudent
behavior deservedly rendered her dear to all her friends and
acquaintance. Her remains, attended by a vast concourse of respectable
inhabitants, were deposited, on Sunday evening, in Christ-Church
Burying Ground.90

The loss of Deborah tested the endurance of the Halls, but they persevered. In February
1772, months before his own death, Hall wrote again to Franklin:

My Family, at present, all in very good Health. My Wife as well as can be
expected. I did not think she would have got over the Loss of our only,
and much loved, Daughter; but it has pleased God to support her under
that heavy Affliction; and I really think she is better in her Health now
than she has been for Some Years past.91

To which Franklin replied on March 20: “I rejoice to hear of the Health and Welfare of
you and your Family. I sympathis’d very sincerely with you and Cousin Molly on the
very great Loss you sustain’d in so amiable a Daughter.”92
The Halls had long known such heartbreak, as they had lost three other children
during the early 1750s: Mary (1749-1750), Susannah (1750-1751) and Benjamin Franklin
Hall (born and died in 1753).93 Upon the loss of their youngest son, Strahan sent his
condolences:

We were much concerned to hear of the Death of your little Boy, and most
sincerely sympathize with you and Mrs. Hall on your repeated Losses of
this Kind, because we know, that of all others you will feel them most. I
hope Billy [William Strahan Hall] will be preserved to you, and that all your
Misfortunes of this Nature are now at an End.94
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David Hall’s disclosure to Franklin that his wife had suffered for the past fourteen years
suggests that these three deaths, the last in late spring 1753, had indeed taken their
emotional toll. Even the year the portraits were painted was not free of sorrow: Mary
Leacock’s brother Samuel, a clockmaker in Barbados, died there in a devastating fire in
May 1766.95 The family was no doubt still in mourning for her mother, Mary Cash
Leacock, who had passed away the previous October. While untimely deaths were of
course a constant in Colonial life, it does seem an odd time to hire a portraitist. In the
thirteen years between Benjamin’s death in 1753 and the painting of the portraits in
1766, the Halls experienced no further losses of children. Perhaps the impetus for the
commissioning of William, Deborah, and David’s portraits was a confidence, albeit
premature, that the three remaining children would survive to adulthood.
Amidst such loss it must have seemed utterly hopeless for Mary Hall and her
remaining two children when the family patriarch David Hall died on Christmas Eve,
1772. In a poignant letter dated March 3, 1773, William Strahan reminded his namesake
of the obligation he now had to his mother and brother David:

I will therefore only add a few Words more in regard to the feeble and now
disconsolate Parent you have left. Her infirm Constitution must be still
farther weakened by this awful and irreparable Blow. Your whole
Behaviour to her will, I doubt not, be so exceedingly affectionate, dutiful,
and attentive, as to make her Loss sit as easy upon her as is possible. You
must now consider yourself as her and your Brother’s Protector; and upon
you it now principally depends, whether the Remainder of her Days, when
Time and her Christian Fortitude and Resignation hath enabled her to
acquiesce in the Divine Will, shall be filled with any Measure of Comfort or
not. Let nothing, not even Business itself, divert you even for an Hour from
pouring into her wounded and almost broken Heart every Consolation in
your Power to administer.96

49

The Hall brothers assumed their father’s role in the partnership of Hall and Sellers,
publishing the Pennsylvania Gazette during the revolution, with occasional lapses while
British troops invaded Philadelphia.
After a decade of further illness and mourning Mary Hall would pass away in
June of 1781, a few months before the British surrender at Yorktown. A notice in the
Pennsylvania Packet, likely written by one of her sons, related that while her final days
were “both tedious and excruciating, her patience was amazing; her resignation perfect;
her confidence in heavenly grace well fixed—and she ended her course serene, in
blissful hope of immortality.”97 David Hall, Jr. would never marry, himself dying
suddenly of apoplexy in 1821.98 Elder brother William Hall would grow into the
earnest maturity suggested in his portrait of fifteen years earlier. He would outlive his
own two sons, David (1774-1793, who most likely died from that year’s Yellow Fever
outbreak) and William Hall, Jr. (1775-1813), to whom he had passed along the
editorship of the Pennsylvania Gazette.99 In the years preceding his own death in 1831,
William Hall became reclusive, having faced some financial hardship after “giving
securities to one of his old friends, and which [he] was obliged to pay.”100 The portraits
of the three Hall children, created in the midst of family tragedy and simmering
political turbulence, remain not only a testament to the talents of William Williams but
also to the resilience of an industrious but ultimately ill-fated American family.

50

Epilogue

The case of Deborah Hall illustrates one of the inherent perils of scholarship,
specifically that of crafting interpretations based upon erroneous information: an error
as simple as an incorrectly transcribed digit can misdirect decades of research and
discourse. The present research has sought an evidence-based, and hopefully a more
human approach, to correct the record in terms of Deborah Hall’s actual age, to examine
the circumstances of her early death, and to provide the source material Williams used
to craft her portrayal. Unfortunately, the current absence of biographical material on
Deborah Hall necessitates the placing of her story within the context of her family; the
intention is not by any means an attempt to define her in terms of the male-dominated
printing industry and the fraternal networks in which she happened to be born. While
David Hall was a man of meager means upon his arrival in the Colonies, he eventually
rose to a position of privilege in Philadelphia that allowed for the patronage of
Williams.
This new information, however, offers us the opportunity to transcend the
limitations of the current narrative, and to focus on the choices made by William
Williams in this intriguing trio of paintings. From what we now know of the three Hall
children, it is clear that Williams was able to capture some of their personalities: the
outgoing confidence of William; the affable nature of Deborah; and the delicate, more
reserved countenance of David. As such the portraits present stereotypical age and
gender roles, and serve as contemporary object lessons for young men and women to
overcome the passions of youth, symbolized through David, through a process of
cultivation—whether it be that of the mind, in the case of William, or that of beauty, in
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the case of Deborah. Each of the paintings similarly expresses a relationship with, and
an understanding, appreciation, and utilization of, the natural world—from the wooded
clearing of David’s world to Deborah’s manicured garden estate. William’s interior life
of books and business has tamed nature to its advantage, using the ocean to facilitate
international commerce.
The numerous visual correspondences in the three paintings—for example, the
library table (William), the plinth (Deborah), and the small natural ledge (David)—all
more or less line up horizontally, and their creation as companion pieces would have
been readily apparent if the paintings were installed together. Similarly, each of the
children is shown interrupted in a pastime (reading, tending flowers, hunting) befitting
their ages and temperaments; therefore, to fully appreciate this trio of works, the visual
and aesthetic effects produced by the three compositions in the Hall household must be
taken into account. There does indeed seem to be an allegory at play here, albeit one
that requires a more thorough and holistic examination; Eighteenth-Century conduct
books, rather than emblem books, may in the final analysis prove to have been more
influential on Williams.101
The literal and cognitive breaking up of the paintings, as much of the errors in
dates and source material, has compartmentalized our current consideration and
understanding of them as separate commissions. It would therefore be instructive to
reunite the three paintings, through an exhibition or other provisional means, to not
only place them in their original context, but also to foster new readings of the Hall
portraits in terms of the cultural, political, and social climate of Pre-Revolutionary
America.102
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The elaborate, full-length Deborah Hall (1766, Brooklyn Museum of Art) is one
of the landmarks of Colonial portraiture, having earned its place in the canon for
the pictorial innovations displayed by its creator, the enigmatic William Williams
(1727-1791). The dominant narrative holds that Hall, the fifteen-year-old
daughter of Philadelphia printer David Hall, tends her roses in an imaginary
Garden of Love, surroundings Williams adapted from symbols of beauty and
chastity found in emblem books. The scholarly assumption is that Deborah Hall
served to promote Deborah’s marital suitability to potential suitors visiting the
Hall residence. The current research unravels and disproves this interpretation
by revealing an error that has existed since the painting was purchased from
descendants of the family in 1942. In addition, this essay reveals the original
print source for the painting, suspected to exist but undiscovered until now.
Also examined for the first time are the circumstances of Deborah’s early death
in 1770 at the age of sixteen, as well as new research on her siblings, William
Strahan Hall and David Hall, Jr (also painted by Williams). These revelations
offer a refreshing opportunity to view Deborah Hall—the person as well as the
painting—in a completely new light.
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